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      “Italy?” I practically squeaked. My brain wasn't computing what Stefan had just said. He didn't say he was taking me home to—Italy.

      Right?

      That would be—

      “Where else would home be, Francesca?” He chuckled and held out a forkful of spaghetti to me.

      I frowned at him, even though hearing his laughter did something—something really, really, really great—to my lower belly. “Are you kidding me?” I asked, my voice at such a high pitch I was in danger of bursting our eardrums. “How was I supposed to know you meant Italy?” My hand came up and knocked into Stefan's, nearly sending his fork flying through the air.

      He very aptly moved it away and then right back to my lips. “Eat. It's getting cold.” His voice held an edge to it now. One that I couldn't quite decipher.

      “I'm not hungry anymore.” I slid back into my seat and crossed my arms. “I can't believe you're taking me to Italy,” I sighed and shook my head. What was I going to do? And how was I going to do it?

      This was not exactly part of the plan. I mean, could Stefan and I even get a divorce in Italy? And once we did—how the heck was I supposed to get back to Chicago? Or wherever I was going to hide out from Raul. 

      Stefan lowered his eyes at me. “A lot of people would love the opportunity to go to Italy.” His eyes scanned my face, making me feel like I was more exposed than I'd ever been to him. “Do you not like Italy?” He set the fork on the plate and grasped my chin between his thumb and index finger. “Is there somewhere else you'd like to go?”

      The heat of his gaze burned through me. “Months ago, I promised you a warm beach. Italy has many beaches. But if you’d rather go to Hawaii or the Caribbean, we can go there after Italy.” There was more than a hint of disappointment in his tone. And that hurt my heart. I didn't want to disappoint Stefan. And right now, he seemed downright hurt.

      I took a deep breath and looked away for a moment. Italy was Stefan's home. Which I knew. He'd told me that months ago. And I hadn't been surprised. Stefan looked every bit the handsome Italian man. And he was proud of where he came from. So, it made sense that my being all pouty about going there would tick him off. I'd inadvertently offended him. And that was a crappy thing to do.

      My eyes found his. “Of course I want to go to Italy, Stefan.” I rolled my eyes and huffed. “But I obviously thought you meant your 'home' in the city.” I uncrossed my arms and made the quotation mark sign with my fingers. “And I've never flown before.” I shrugged my shoulders and shook my head at him. “And you just told me my first flight is going to be a billion hours long. So, no, Stefan. I'm not excited about this.”

      The serious look on Stefan's face melted off and was replaced with a devilish smirk. “Not quite that long. But don't worry, Chesca.” He leaned forward and kissed my lips gently. “I have plans that will keep you busy every minute.” He kissed me again, briefly.

      “Plans?” I asked mindlessly against his lips. His warm, cedary musk scent surrounding me, turning my brain to mush, like he always did.

      He chuckled and gently bit my bottom lip, licking across it with his hot tongue. When he let go, he said, “Yes, plans.”

      My mind swirling, I asked, “What plans?” It came out more like a whisper.

      He grinned. “First,” he kissed me again, “I'm going to feed you. Then I'm going to get you out of your wedding dress and finally make love to you.” His lips touched mine with more meaning this time.

      “Then I'll let you sleep for a while before I wake you up and fuck you. Hard.” His hand slipped across my chin and dug into my hair—holding my head. “Just like I've been dreaming of doing for months.” His fingertips held me so tightly it almost hurt. But I didn't care. Not one bit.

      No.

      I loved it.

      “And then I'll feed you again and decide what to do after that.” He let me go and swiftly picked up the full fork.

      I blinked and tried to remember how to breathe. “Don't I get a say in anything?” I held on to the arm of the couch. 

      Stefan laughed. And while I loved it when he did that—I still couldn't help but be a little annoyed.

      “No, Francesca,” Stefan said in no uncertain terms. “You have absolutely no say. At all.”

      I knew I should protest.

      I knew I should tell him I wanted to do something else.

      But that was the problem—Stefan's plans sounded—amazing.

      Perfect.

      Because I'd been dreaming about doing all those things with him for months, too.

      “Now, eat.” He held the fork of spaghetti to my mouth. “Before it gets cold.” 

      On command, I opened. But before he placed the food in my mouth, I said, “You seem to have a thing about feeding me.” Then I accepted his offered food. And he was right—it was getting cold. But that didn't mean it wasn't delicious.

      Stefan gave me a half-smile and stared at me—unblinkingly. “Oh, it's much more than a,” he paused long enough to twirl more of the spaghetti and meat sauce onto the fork, “thing.” He emphasized that word like it held weight. A weight I didn't really understand. 

      All I knew was that having Stefan look after me like this was not a turnoff. Not one bit.

      I chewed. And while I did, Stefan watched.

      At one point, I offered to take the fork and do it myself. To which he promptly frowned and stated, “Absolutely not.”

      Yeah.

      Stefan one hundred percent had some kind of issue.

      The thing was—

      I liked it.
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      I was full.

      That didn't mean I stopped eating.

      Mostly because I knew about Stefan's—plans.

      And I knew the second I said I was done eating—he would move onto the next part of his—plans.

      And even though I really, really, really wanted to take part in his next—plan—I was also more than a little nervous.

      Which was stupid.

      Stefan had seen every bit of my body. And from what I remembered, he enjoyed every one of those bits.

      A lot.

      But that didn't mean I was fully prepared to do what he wanted to do.

      I'd never had sex with him before.

      I'd never had sex with anyone before. Stefan knew that.

      And he also was catching on to my game. Because he said, “Are you still hungry? Or are you just stalling?” His voice was steady and calm. No hint of annoyance or anger.

      I bit my lip. “Stalling,” was all I said as my heart sped up.

      Stefan laughed in a low, smexy tone as he shook his head. Then he unceremoniously stood up—plate and fork in his hands—and walked to the back of the plane again. Not a minute later, I heard a popping sound that alarmed me. I jumped and looked over to where he was. Stefan's eyes found mine. He held up the bottle in his hands. “It's just champagne. I should have warned you.”

      My heart started beating again, and I took a deep breath and shrugged. “It's okay,” I said, even though it was absolutely not okay. The last thing in the world I wanted to hear on my first flight was a loud popping sound. I watched as he poured two long flutes nearly full. The whiskey he'd given me earlier had worn off. And now he was going to insist I have a glass of champagne. It might help my nerves, though. And since I wasn't getting off this plane for several hours—I imagined that was going to give Stefan more than enough time to complete his mission.

      He walked back to me—two fluted glasses in one hand and the bottle of champagne in the other. He set the bottle in a round holder on the table and handed me a glass. After Stefan sat back down beside me, he turned and said, “To my beautiful wife,” and clinked his glass to mine. 

      His use of the word “wife” completely took my breath away. I mean, yes, I knew it was fake. I wasn't really his wife. Well, legally I was. But that was only to save me from Raul. I knew full well that Stefan wouldn't have married me if a madman wasn't currently after me.

      Even so, that word—wife—weighted the air so heavily I felt like I could hardly breathe. Stefan took a long sip from his glass. I followed suit, bringing the tall glass to my lips. A sweet, citrusy scent floated up my nose as a flurry of tiny bubbles burst against my skin. I grinned and took a quick sip. A surprising creamy vanilla taste filled my mouth. I'd never had a drink like this before. I tipped the glass back and took a longer drink this time.

      “Do you like it?” Stefan asked before he finished off his glass and reached for the bottle.

      I swallowed and nodded. “It's delicious,” I told him honestly. I'd never been big on champagne. But I also guessed that Stefan didn't buy this bottle from the discount section of a crappy grocery store.

      “We get it from a family friend in France.”

      I giggled, then finished off my glass. “Of course you do,” I said dryly as I gazed around once again at the private plane we were on. The idea that I was a married woman—flying on a gorgeous plane—with the most handsome man I'd ever seen in my life—was so ridiculous my brain couldn't compute what was going on. 

      “Here.” Stefan steadied my glass and slowly poured more of the bubbly drink inside. “Have some more.” He jerked his head slightly before filling up his own glass again.

      “Thanks,” I said, and took another sip. The champagne infused all my senses—much like Stefan did. That thought made me laugh. Maybe the alcohol was affecting me more than I realized.

      “What's so funny?” Stefan asked. He grazed my arm with the tips of his fingers. Even though he'd hardly touched me—goosebumps erupted instantly.

      I smiled at him sweetly. “Nothing. It's just kind of crazy that I'm sitting here—” my free hand drifted out with a small flourish, “in a wedding dress. Drinking champagne with—” my voice caught in my throat, “you.”

      There was no way to disguise the heat behind Stefan's eyes. I'd seen it many times before. I knew what he wanted—what he wanted from me.

      I also knew what I wanted from him. At least I thought I did.

      “Why?” he asked, a look of confusion falling over his face. Probably a lot like the confusion I felt at the moment, too.

      “What do you mean—why?” I frowned and squinted at him while I took a nice long sip of my drink.

      His eyes scanned my blushing face for a long moment. Then he finally said, “You would have been on this plane months ago.” He tilted his head back and gulped his entire glass in no time flat. He sighed while his eyes focused on my lips. “If you hadn't left me.”

      His words ricocheted around in my heart endlessly. I saw the hurt in his eyes.

      The hurt I'd done my level best never to see. Because, yes—when I left, I knew I'd cause him pain. But I also knew that if I'd stayed, I'd have caused him even more. Which I'd more than proven tonight.

      There was an awkward silence between us. One that I felt deeply. 

      One that I could tell Stefan wanted me to end.

      With an explanation.

      Of why I left.

      Instead, he cleared his throat. “But you're here now. And that's all that matters.” His gaze trailed down my face to my cleavage. He wasn't shy about staring at my chest. When he dragged his gaze up to my eyes again, he smirked. “I'm really fucking glad I found you, Francesca.” Stefan licked his lips. And just that one action made my nipples harden and my lower belly clench. In a good way.

      No.

      In a great way.

      I bit my lip for a second and then said, “I'm really glad you found me, too, Stefan.” My voice cracked as my eyes filled with tears.

      Tears of relief—that he'd been there to save me.

      Tears of sadness—for all the months I'd missed him.

      And tears of joy—that I had this second chance to be with him again. After everything he'd been through in the hospital. I'd never forget how touch and go his recovery had been. Or all the worry he'd caused me.

      And now—here he was. Not the sick, weak—dying man I'd happened upon in the ER.

      No.

      Stefan was—strong, vital—and hungry.

      For me.

      I heard him let out a loud breath. I couldn't see him because my vision was clouded with tears.

      In one instant—the glass in my hand was removed—and then Stefan's lips were on mine. His tongue swept into my mouth—erasing any doubts or nerves I'd had a second ago.

      This was Stefan.

      My Stefan.

      His mouth knew mine just as well as mine knew his. I kissed him back with a ferocity I didn't know I had. I wanted him.

      I wanted this man.

      I knew he'd be gentle with me. And I knew this because of each and every physical encounter I'd had with him. He never took advantage of me. He made sure my pleasure was his top priority. I'd always felt that. Even if he had been just holding me in bed.

      “Fuck,” he mumbled as his hand grasped me behind my neck. “You taste so fuckin' good.” He pulled me tighter to him—so tightly I could barely breathe. But I didn't care. Not one little bit. He pulled away just long enough to say, “I missed you so much, Chesca. So fuckin' much.” 

      And somehow—hearing those words come out of his mouth—made me surrender any lingering inhibitions I had. I set my hands on his chest, slowly moving upward, feeling his warmth radiating through his dress shirt. I needed to feel what was underneath it, though. And I needed to feel it now. So, I began unbuttoning his shirt while we kissed. When I finished the last button, my hands dove inside, finally touching his bare skin. He felt like—Stefan. 

      But stronger.

      So much stronger.

      I felt the vitality beneath his skin. And it had a heady effect on me.

      Nothing was going to stop us tonight.

      Not location.

      Not Stefan's weak, sick body.

      It was just us.

      No restrictions.

      “Let's go to the bedroom.” His lips moved down my chin. Then he kissed my neck, and I nearly melted. I'd forgotten what wonderful sensations his mouth and tongue could create. “I want to spread you out on the bed.”

      I blinked and pushed away from him slightly. “There's a bed in here?” I asked, wondering where the heck an entire bed would be hiding. Maybe one of these tables folded out or something? That didn't seem very romantic—but at this stage I'd take anything. As long as Stefan was with me, it didn't matter.

      He chuckled and kissed me quickly on the lips. “In the back. Follow me.” And then he stood, grabbing my hand in his.

      It wasn't like I had a choice in the matter. But even if I did—I'd still gladly follow him. He pulled me down the aisle until I said, “Wait, I'm stuck.” My dress—I mean, Giselle's dress, had wound around something. If I kept walking, I might rip it.

      Stefan turned his head and stopped. After he dropped my hand, he took in the situation. “Here,” he said, and spun me around so my back was facing him. 

      I twisted my head to see what he was doing. His fingers worked quickly and nimbly on something around my waist. A few seconds later, the back half of the dress floated to the floor. “What did you—” My hands swung behind me, touching to see what exactly he'd removed. But all I felt was my dress, still intact. 

      “It's a removable train. Relax.” His lips touched my neck and made me shiver.

      “How did you know that?” I asked, turning around to face him.

      He grinned down at me and set his hands on my waist. “I helped Giselle pin it on months ago when she was sewing it.”

      I quirked my head while I imagined Stefan kneeling down, pinning the train to Giselle's dress. “What? Why would you do that?”

      He shrugged and answered, “Eve was out with Nick. And she didn't want Carlo to see the dress, so she couldn't ask him for help. And all the kids were napping, so—”

      Something warmed in my heart, and I smiled. “Did you help her sew it?” 
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